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Body 


The déja vu election. 


Hundreds of millions spent and little has changed. As a progressive, the return to where we started in August, a 
Liberal minority with the NDP holding the balance of power, is not the worst outcome. 


But after this thoroughly uninspiring campaign, where so many big issues like Indigenous reconciliation did not get 
the engagement they deserved, | can't help but feel disappointed. 


We live in a time where the big issues of our generation seem more dire than ever. Over the last year, the need for 
racial justice and reconciliation, urgent climate action and bold initiatives to respond to inequality and social division 
have become undeniable. But even after all the talk of building back better and a new normal, deep systemic 
change still seems elusive in Canada and the entire western world. 


Ironically, though, progressive change, even radical change, isn't such a fringe idea anymore. In America, the 
largest social movement in a generation sprang up last summer to protest police violence and racism. In Canada, 
more citizens engaged with and discussed the issue of reconciliation than at perhaps any point in our history. 
Remember all those climate-change deniers? It feels like they've gone up in smoke, like the fossil fuels they 
championed burning. 


Progressive political ideas are increasingly mainstream. And progressive leaders are popular. Jagmeet Singh (like 
many NDP leaders before) continues to poll as the most-liked federal leader. The U.S. has also seen the 
emergence of a new generation of popular, media savvy (albeit deeply polarizing) progressive leaders. 


But even with radical progressive positions getting a wide hearing and popular leaders behind them, the move to 
deep policy change or even electoral gains has been mainly elusive. 


Why and what's to be done? There are many reasons, from the moderating influence our first-past-the-post 
electoral system has on politics, to the tenacity of the right-wing populist backlash that has emerged to counter 
progressive movements. 


But there is one element over which progressives have control. They struggle with the two elements required for 
victory: having a compelling and inspiring progressive vision for the future, and matching it with a clear and 
actionable program for policy change today. 


A vision and a program are both required to spur deep change, but they're not the same thing and progressives 
seem to always mix up the two or struggle to land both successfully. 
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A vision is a compelling articulation of what a more progressive world can look like. It's meant to be big, bold and 
inspiring. Most visions, like a society free of poverty or an economy with net-zero carbon emissions, will take 
decades (if not generations) to achieve. 


A program, meanwhile, is a practical set of policies and actions to move us part of the way there. 


Here, considerations like cost, practicality and most importantly trust that it can be pulled off are critical. Sometimes 
you can move forward with just one of these, rarely can massive change be achieved without both. 


A clear example is the defund-the-police movement that has emerged both in the U.S. and Canada. The vision: a 
society where community safety is upheld not through a paramilitary force, but strong social safety nets and 
alternative forms of conflict resolution was compelling to many. Morally, it made sense to people to take money 
from police budgets and shift it to social programs. 


But whether it's Minneapolis having to backtrack on its pledge to abolish the police force, or failed motions at 
Toronto city council to implement significant cuts to the police budget, we've seen the movement struggle when it 
comes to deep, systemic change. Many citizens who were rightfully worried about recent increases in violent crime 
across North America were not persuaded that immediate defunding of police forces would make communities 
safer. 


The vision compelled thousands to march, but the program still has a way to go to build mass support. 
And if we look at our recent election, we see similar issues with our progressive parties. 


The Liberals had the opposite issue of the defund movement. They had lots of detailed policies like their climate- 
change plan, which were well received by experts and the public. 


But they called an election with an absence of any viable vision. This is in stark contrast to 2015, when Justin 
Trudeau sold a broad vision of a new, post-Harper Canada: feminist, evidence-based and globally engaged, with a 
more inclusive form of politics. 


This time around the Liberal party could barely keep up a coherent explanation for why we were having an election, 
let alone present any compelling vision about what Canada should look like in the coming decades. Meanwhile, the 
NDP faced its perennial issue. Many Canadians respect its vision and values. | believe Jagmeet Singh's high 
favourability ratings are as much about people's respect for what he stands for as his personal charisma. 


But it's also clear there is not enough public trust that an NDP government could pull off (and pay for) the significant 
policy agenda it brought forward. This seems to be as much about deeply ingrained negative perceptions of the 
NDP's ability to implement policies as the specifics of this election's platform, but perception makes reality. 


You'd wonder if, rather than simply repeating the same policies every election, the NDP may want to keep its 
inspiring vision and say something along the lines of, "Let us gain your trust that we can govern - we are committing 
to incremental change in most policy areas, but on one issue of national significance (like housing or reconciliation) 
we are proposing deep, radical change." 


It's unclear if such a strategy could bring an NDP government to power. But what is clear is that if progressives 
keep trying the same approach, they will likely achieve the same result. 


Whether it's galvanizing the public on grand visions of social change (like Occupy Wall Street did) and then failing 
to separate the long-term journey from practical first steps, or just shopping a menu of progressive policies without 
any vision to hold it together, the status quo won't work. What we need is a more strategic and clear progressive 
politics right now, because time isn't on our side. 


Twitter: @kofi_hope 
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